Diabetes is associated with a high incidence of endothelial-binding antibodies which do not correlate with retinopathy, von Willebrand factor, angiotensin-converting enzyme or C-reactive protein.
Increasing evidence implicates endothelial cell dysfunction in the development of diabetic microvascular disease, but its precise nature is elusive. This study sought to extend previous observations on the association between diabetes and the endothelial cell-derived glycoprotein von Willebrand factor (vWF), in a study of 777 diabetic patients. Compared with a mean of 1.07 +/- 0.18 iu/ml in a non-diabetic population, vWF was found to be elevated to 1.59 +/- 0.14 iu/ml in the whole sample, but particularly in those with retinopathy or microalbuminuria. It was studied whether such an elevation is part of an acute phase response, or is accompanied by other indicators of endothelial cell dysfunction. Plasma samples were examined for vWF, and serum for angiotensin converting enzyme (ACE), C-Reactive protein (CRP), IgG and IgM endothelial cell-binding antibodies (anti-EC Ig). A strong positive association was found (p less than 0.005) between the extent of elevation of vWF and the presence of diabetic retinopathy. ACE and CRP were rarely raised, and their levels did not correlate with either diabetic retinopathy or vWF levels. However, 52% of the patients had circulating anti-EC IgG or IgM, although their presence did not correlate with retinopathy, or with vWF, ACE or CRP. Thus diabetic retinopathy and probably nephropathy is associated with a specific but generalised disturbance of vascular endothelial cell function.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)